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Danish Settlement in
Fresno County, California:
An example of acculturation
to a foreign environment.
1880-1920
By Marianne T. Stecher
Danish settlers were first attracted to Fresno County, California, in the late 1870's. By 1920, at the close of the era of Danish
immigration, 1,839 Danes, 1 % of the entire Danish population of
the United States, lived in Fresno County.' The idea of Mediterranean crops thriving on twenty acres of fertile soil was tempting
to aspiring farmers. The possibility of confining farm work to
such a small land area seemed more preferable than onehundred and sixty acres of spreading wheat fields in the midwestern prairie. A prospering fruit farm or a vineyard in sunny
California was a dream of luxury for a young farm worker from
Denmark, but the agriculture and climate, as well as the ethnic
diversity of Fresno County, were very different from that which
immigrants had known in Denmark. Although they initially
accomodated themselves to these differences, their new
surroundings actually prompted them to settle in close-knit
Danish neighborhoods, to establish Danish church congregations, and to maintain a traditional way of life. A close study of
the immigrants' new lives in Fresno County and the development
of their community will illustrate one way in which Danes
reacted to the experience of immigration.
The social origins and motivations of the Danes who settled
in Fresno County between 1880 - 1920 were typical of Danish
immigrants during that era. The immigrants came from similar
social-class backgrounds. Most were landless farm laborers and
domestic servants. Their emigration was primarily caused by
economic and political changes in Denmark during the late 19th
Century~ Fresno County's Danish population represents three
groups of immigrants: those who immigrated directly from Denmark, those from Slesvig-Holstein, and those who made a second
migration from the midwestern states to California. The Danes
who migrated to Fresno County from the midwest were farmers
who had settled in the prairie states during the earlier phases of
immigration following the Homestead Act of 1862. However, the
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different backgrounds of these three groups of immigrants did
not create visible social distinctions among the Danes in Fresno
County.
Unique agricultural opportunities made the San Joaquin
Valley attractive to aspiring farmers from Denmark and the midWest The completion of the Central Pacific Railroad, the colonization of the lands, and the construction of an irrigation
system in the 1870's and 80's set the stage for the arrival of
immigrants in the following decades. Irrigated Mediterranean
crops had been introduced to the San Joaquin Valley by the
Spanish missionaries and had developed into a potentially profitable form of agriculture.
FRESNO COUNTY, CALIFORNIA
and
some areas of Danish Settlement

Fresno County stretches across the southern part of the San
Joaquin Valley from the desert region in the west to the Sierra
Mountains in the east. The southern half of the county has a
semi-arid climate, and has become one of the most vital agricultural regions in California . Today fruits and nuts are the foremost
farm products, and Fresno County produces the greatest portion
of raisin grapes and plums in the state of California.
A commercial plan for the agricultural colonization of the
San Joaquin Valley in the late 1870's attracted the first signifi-
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cant groups of Danish immigrants to Fresno County! Large tracts
of land were subdivided into twenty acre lots and sold to aspiring
immigrant and American farmers. In 1877 the lots in the first
colony sold for one thousand dollars~ Land speculators profited
immensely from these land sales and the price was attractive to
immigrants.
The success of the first colony, Central California Colony,
was ensured by an extensive advertising campaign describing the
wonderful conditions of the climate and soil. Other colonies
were quickly established in the following years. Washington,
Scandinavian, American and Fresno Colonies attracted Danish
settlers. The West-coast Danish-American newspaper, Bien,
played a significant role in attracting Danes to Fresno County by
advertising land sales and promoting Danish real estate agents.
Overwhelmed by the appealing descriptions of the agricultural colonies, Danish immigrants did not have a realistic picture
of the physical environment of the San Joaquin Valley. Although
the irrigation system was under construction, the land was essentially barren when the first colonists arrived in the late 1870's.
The ground was covered by a fine sandy soil. No trees or vines
had yet been planted to hold down this shifting soil and the wind
easily stirred up sand storms . Coyotes, grass-hoppers, ground
squirrels and jack rabbits in large numbers also plagued the first
settlers~ Although most land in the county was potentially fertile,
some areas had a high alkali content in the soil. The farmers of
Central Colony, many of them Danes, struggled for years to find
an effective means of decreasing the alkali content.
Immediately following their arrival , Danish immigrants were
faced with the most severe adjustments to their new environment. The oppressive summer heat and the endless flat land were
a shocking contrast to the mild climate and gentle countryside of
Denmark. The initial reaction of a young Danish woman, Stinne
Jensen, who immigrated to Fresno County in 1909 must have
been typical. On a hot summer day she stepped off the train in
Selma and, after a glance at her new surroundings, remarked :
"Well, I'm happy to visit here, but I certainly don't want to
stay! " 7
Perhaps more significant than the climatic difference, was
the difference in farming methods between Fresno County and
Denmark. Fresno's agriculture presented entirely new farming
methods to Danish farm laborers. For example, it was necessary
for Danish immigrants to learn the careful process of picking and
drying Thomson seedless grapes and Elberta peaches. The
harvested fruit needed to meet the standards of the fruit and
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raisin grower's associations. All the harvesting work was done
painstakingly by hand. Grapes were picked in bunches and laid
on the ground between the rows to dry in the sun on both sides .
Then the raisins had to be " sweated" (completely dried), divested
of stalks and finally hauled to " The Growers Sun-Maid Raisin
Corporation" in Kingsburgh~
It was also typical for Danish farmers to grow peaches - another type of work unfamiliar to Scandinavians. The delicate
peaches had to be carefully picked, halved, pitted, and spread on
wooden flakes to dry in the sun for one day. Removing peach
stones was a task often done by women - the farmer's wife,
children, or hired girls. The dried and pitted peaches were then
smoked by sulfur fumes in a smoke house over night. The
harvesting of figs and apricots involved similar work.
Farmers in Fresno County tended to diversify their twenty
acres of crops. Planting only a few acres of each crop was a form
of security guarding the farmer against his inexperience and the
limited agricultural technology. Fruit farming in Fresno County
was appealing to Danish farm workers because it did not confine
them to the farm on a daily basis as did farm practices in
Denmark during this era. Although the seasonal work of harvesing and preparing fruit was perhaps monotonous, it was physically less demanding than the year-around, daily tasks of feeding
and tending livestock in Denmark.
Thus, due to the unique climate and agricultue of the San
Joaquin Valley, the experience of Danes in Fresno County differed in many ways from that of other Danish farmers in the
United States. The majority of rural Danish immigrants settled in
regions of the country which were agriculturally similar to
Denmark, emphasizing livestock, grain, and dairy production.
Often Danish immigrants were able to continue their traditional
practices of Mixed European Farming which involved a variety of
animals and grain crops? However, in Fresno County traditional
Danish mixed farming practices were restricted by environmental circumstances.
Not only was Fresno County's Mediterranean climate and
agriculture novel to Danish immigrants, but its social milieu was
also distinctly different from Denmark. The colonization of the
lands in the late 1870's had attracted immigrant groups from
many European countries-not exclusively Scandinavian immigrants as was often the case in mid-Western farming states.
The social acculturation of Danish immigrants who worked as
farm hands and domestic servants during their first years was
affected by the existence of these other immigrant groups in
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Fresno County.
By working for established farmers during their first years,
Danish immigrants learned these new farming methods. Apparently Danish farm workers adapted quickly because they
were motivated by their ambition to become independent
farmers. The daughter of a Danish immigrant farmer recalled the
attitude of Danes in Fresno County: "The quicker you could
become independent, the better you were doing. You were looked up to, if you were able to just step right into farm work and
become independent." 10
In the realm of language, diet and social contact, there was
considerable difference in the experience of Danish immigrants
depending on their place of employment. Because farm laborers
and domestic servants boarded at their work-place, the nationality of their employer determined significant details in their daily
lives. For example, one can speculate on the situation of two
young Danish farm hands, who according to the Manuscript
Schedules of 1880, boarded with a Prussian farmer, his family,
and a French cook.11
Thus, during the first years following their arrival in Fresno
County, Danish immigrants made initial adjustments motivated
by their desire to achieve an independent status. They over-came
their illusions of an idyllic life of fruit-farming. Immigrants
accepted the reality of their new situation and made considerable adjustments in their daily lives.
However, despite their outward appearance of assimilation
Danish immigrants reacted against their new environment in
other aspects of their life. It seems that the desire of the
immigrants to recreate a familiar cultural framework in their new
lives was encouraged by their completely foreign surroundings.
Once a Danish immigrant was able to purchase a lot, build a
house and barn, and cultivate his own land, he strove to reestablish Danish cultural and social patterns in the various
a,pects of his life. This tendency among Fresno County's rural
Danes, is quite apparent in their residential and marriage patterns, farming life-style and church life.
Because of the Danish immigrant's inexperience with farming
practices in the San.Joaquin Valley and his initial language barrier, affiliation with the Danish community in Fresno County was
crucial from the moment of arrival. In fact, this connection was
often established prior to emigration from Denmark. Family and
village relationships were significant factors in drawing
immigrants to Fresno County.
For instance, such a network of relationships was at work
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drawing new immigrants from the small village of Nlf>rre Farup,
located close to Ribe, to the Selma-Parlier community in Fresno
County.12 Established immigrants encouraged their brothers, sisters,
cousins and girlfriends to make the long journey to Fresno.
Letters describing the attractions of California were sometimes
accompanied by money to pay for the trip. Relatives were
carefully instructed to get off the train in Selma and simply walk
across the street to Skomager Rasmussen's place. The following
day either Jess Andersen or Bendiks Tobiasen, two of the
established Danish farmers in the area, arrived with a horse and
buggy and drove the new immigrants out to their farms.13 Often
relatives and friends were employed on the Andersen or
Tobiasen place until they found other employment, or were able
to begin farming themselves. In this way, many Danes from
N¢rre Farup settled in the Selma-Parlier area between 1900-1910. In
some cases, all of the brothers and sisters of large families
relocated in Fresno County. And, to a certain extent, the original
village was re-established.
These village and kinship ties between immigrants contributed to the creation of Danish neighborhoods in the rural
parts of Fresno County. The Manuscript Schedules for the 10th
Census of 1880 show a residential concentration of Danish farming families in Central Colony only three years after its establishment.14 Neighborhood clusters of the first Danish colonists also
existed in the nearby Washington and American Colonies as well
as in Scandinavian Colony lying northeast of Fresno City.15 These
small clusters of Danish farms continued to form spontaneously
in the following decades throughout the county.
The circulation of Danish-American newspapers exemplifies
how neighborhood interaction involved the common interests of
Danes. Den Danske Pioneer and Bien were important reading
materials for immigrants who had not yet learned to read
English. Agnes Poulsen Kay recalls: " Well a subscription costs
money, so someone subscribed to it and then the expenses were
shared, or a more affluent family had a subscription, and then it
was passed from family to family until it was hardly readable." 16
These close-knit Danish neighborhoods in Fresno County
were located side by side with other national and racial groups.
Danes were neighbors to Americans and Northern European
immigrants, especially Swedes, Norwegians, Englishmen,
Irishmen and Germans." At the turn of the century Japanese immigrants began arriving in the San Joaquin Valley as agricultural
laborers. The Alien Land Law however, prohibited first generation Asians from owning land in California. Therefore Japanese
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immigrants worked for other immigrant farmers and lived on
their farms in separate quarters. It was common for a Danish
farmer to employ a Japanese family who lived permanently on
his land.
In these unique California social conditions, Danes were not
immediately assimilated into the mainstream of American society. Interaction between Danes and other immigrants occurred
through labor employment, neighborhood contact, and
agricultural associations. However, the high concentration and
diversity of immigrant groups in Fresno County appears to have
encouraged ethnic solidarity rather than assimilation to
American norms.
For example, this tendency is evident in the marriage patterns
of Danish immigrants in Fresno County. Most Danish immigrants
came to Fresno County as single men and women, with the exception of farming families who migrated from the mid-West.
Considering that men greatly outnumbered women in Danish immigration, Danes demonstrated a marked preference for marriage with other Danes. According to the Manuscript Schedules
of the 10th Census of 1880, there was only one example of a mixed marriage between a Danish man and a Californian woman in
Fresno County. No single adult Danish women are listed but
there is an excess of unmarried farm laborers. Because men outnumbered women in the entire county population, bachelorhood
among Danish men between the ages of twenty and thirty-five
was more common than inter-marriage with another nationality.
This early tendency probably continued, to a certain extent, in
the following decades.
Unfortunately, Census abstracts of the sex ratio among
Danish immigrants and the mixed parentage of second generation Danish-Americans are not calculated specifically for Fresno
County. However, the Census abstracts for the state of California
indicate the tendency in Fresno. In 1890, 71 % of second generation Danish-Americans had both parents of Danish birth, 19%
had one parent of another foreign nationality, and 10% had one
native-born parent.18 The 1910 Census figures of mixed Danish
parentage in California correspond proportionately to these
percentages.19 Danish men who were unable to find Danish wives
in California married either German, Swedish, or Irish women, in
that order of preference~0 Because of the concentration of Danes
and these other nationalities, the tendency to marry Danish or
other Northern European immigrants was probably more pronounced in Fresno County than in other parts of the state.
Because women determined practices of language, diet, and
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customs within the home, marriage significantly affected the
acculturation of Danish immigrants. Since 71 % of DanishAmericans in California had parents of Danish birth and evidence
suggests that this percentage was higher in Fresno County, it
seems justified to state that the majority of Danes married other
Danish immigrants. Agnes Kay, the daughter of immigrant farmer
Morten Poulsen, recollects that it was quite uncommon for a
Danish immigrant from the rural Parlier area to marry another
nationality, " if he did, they (other Danes) would say, 'Oh, well, he
married a Swede! ' .
and that would be considered most
unusual. " 2 1
The participation of Danish immigrants in the DanishAmerican churches of Fresno County also reflects the unity of
their community. The Danish Lutheran Churches seem to have
played a significant role in preserving cultural traditions and
ethnic identity among Danes in Fresno County. Enok Mortensen
has suggested that the tendency of Danes to scatter widely and
assimilate with other groups rather than to congregate in colonies, contributed to the low percentage of Danish immigrant
church members 22 Church historian, Abdel Wentz, states that
only 7% of Danish immigrants joined any church in America 23
However, Fresno County's Danish population appears to differ
from this tendency; membership in the Danish Lutheran churches
seems to have been higher than the national average.
The Danish Born Population of The United States,
California, and Fresno County, 1880-1920

United States

California

Fresno County

1880

64,193

3,750

55

1890

132,543

7,764

450

1900

153,690

9,040

717

1910

181 ,649

14,209

1,421

1920

189,154

18,721

1,839

Sources: The Manuscript Schedules of the Tenth Census of the United States. 1880, United States
Department of the Interior. Census Office. Abstract of the Eleuenth Census, 1890. (Washington.
D.C.: Government Printing Office. 1894). Vol. I. pg. 608: United States Department of the Interior.
Census Office . Abstract of the Twelfth Census, 19CXJ. Vol. I. pg 738: United States Department of
the Interior. Bureau of the Census. Abstract of the Thirteenth Census, 1910. Statistics of the
Population. (Washington. D.C. : Government Printing Office. 19 13) Vol. I. pg 834 . United States
Department of the Interior. Bureau of the Census . Fourteenth Census of the United States, 1920.
(Washington. D.C. Government Printing Office. 1921) Vol. 3: Population : Composition and
characteristics of the population. pg 123 .
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In 1888 the first Danish Lutheran congregation was established in Fresno County. Only forty years later, in 1928, eight
churches were active in the County representing the two Danish
Lutheran synods. A rough comparison of census figures to the
number and size of church congregations indicates that at least
half of the Danish immigrants in Fresno County belonged to the
church~• Although the churches did not represent the entire
Danish population in the county, they had a considerable influence on the unity of the Danish community.
The schism in the Lutheran Church in 19th Century Denmark
between the pietistic lndre Mission Society and the more liberal
Grundtvigians, had new social implications in its American context. This controversy, which involved cultural heritage as well as
doctrinal interpretation, is evident in the development of the two
synods in Fresno County. It appears to have caused a considerable difference in the experience of Danish immigrants in
Fresno County.
The first congregations in Fresno County, " Immanuel Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Congregation," established in 1888, and
" Pella Evangelical Lutheran Congregation, " established in 1902,
were originally composed of both the lndre Mission and Grundtvigian sects 25 However, due to the fact that after 1896 the I ndre
Mission oriented synod, " United Danish Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America," was the largest and strongest synod in the
United States, the growth of the lndre Mission churches in Fresno
County was encouraged by missionary support from the midWest. Because of their independent beliefs, the Grundtvigian immigrants eventually separated from the two original churches .
They formed their own separate congregations: St. Ansgar's
Church in the Parlier area, and St. Johr, 's Church in Easton.
The ideological differences between the two church synods
created significant differences within the Danish community in
Fresno County. Grundtvigian churches encouraged the preservation of cultural heritage and nationalistic sentiments in a more
deliberate manner than did the lndre Mission Churches. Danish
immigrants regarded the two sects as socially distinct from one
another. In Fresno County the pietistic lndre Mission Danes were
labeled " holy Danes" because they were forbidden to dance or
play cards. By comparison, because the Grundtvigian cultural
activities, such as folk-dancing and card playing, seemed lively,
the Grundtvigians were known as " happy Danes " or " dancing
Danes. " These social differences continued to exist among firstgeneration Danish-Ameri<;ans. The fact that this distinction
remained among immigrants reveals the extent to which Danish
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social patterns were re-established in Fresno County.
In certain respects the Danish immigrants in the Parlier area
represent a unique Danish community in Fresno County due to
the Grundtvigian influence of St. Ansgar's Church and the
existence of two Danish community halls. The nationalistic and
culturally-oriented religious ideology of these Danes created a
community life which was more distinctively Danish than the
lndre Mission congregations. The social life of St. Ansgar's
members took place in the Danish Hall or Forsamlingshus which
was built by the Danish Farmers in the area~• This simple wooden
building was located amid a scattering of Danish farms down the
country road from St. Ansgar's Church. As in Denmark, the
Forsamlingshus was the focal point for community life.
Activities at the Danish Hall were often affiliated with the
church. Saturday School, in which immigrant children were
taught Danish and the Lutheran catechism in preparation for
confirmation, was held at the hall. Holidays and special
occasions were often celebrated communally at the
Forsamlingshus. Families gathered there to celebrate Christmas.
Adhering to Danish tradition, they held hands in a circle and
danced around a large tree on Christmas eve. The Danish community also assembled in the hall after church services for
baptisms, weddings and funerals.
Many of the distinctive Danish customs carried on in the
community hall are attributable to the Grundtvigian origin of
these immigrants. Prohibited in the stricter lndre Mission sect,
regular dances were held at the hall which were lively social
occasions. As they had learned in their youth in Denmark,
immigrants danced the " firetur, valse, skottish, and polka" to the
music of a fiddle or an accordion . Such dances were also
common among the Danes who belonged to the other
Grundtvigian church in Easton. The absence of a community hall
did not prohibit this social activity. Hans Peter Nielsen, who was
raised on a Danish farm in Oleander, recalled, "Why we just
drove the surrey out of the barn, swept the dirt floor and held our
dances there." 27
Singing Danish folk-songs and hymns was also an important
cultural , as well as religious, practice among the Grundtvigian
Danish families in Fresno County. Although Danish hymns were
also sung by lndre Mission Danes, they were restricted to church
services. Danish hymnals and songbooks were often used by
Danes in the Parlier community~ 8 After church, when the
immigrants and their children gathered in the Forsamlingshus,
they often opened their Danish songbooks and sang accom-
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panied by a piano. Their songbook, Sangbog for det danske
Folk i Amerika, was composed of folksongs designed to remind
immigrants of their Danish cultural heritage. Originally N.F.S.
Grundtvig had inspired the revival of song in Denmark for
the spiritual enrichment of the farming class; in America this
practice became a form of cultural preservation.
The Danish Brotherhood Hall, constructed in 1918 across the
road from the community hall, also indicates that Danish social
activity was particularly strong in the Parlier area~9 A lodge was
established in Fresno County in 1896, however by 1912 only 149
men were members ~0 Participation in other rural parts of the
county does not appear to have been strong. This lack of interest
was probably due to the strength of the I ndre Mission churches,
which discouraged this type of secular activity. However, due to
Grundtvigian interest in cultural activities, the Danish
Brotherhood appears to have fared better in the Parlier
community. Many men from St. Ansgar's congregation belonged
to the Brotherhood. Although the Church remained the primary
institution in the community, the Danish Brotherhood sponsored
picnics and dances which contributed to the social activity of the
Danish community.
As an active rural Danish settlement, the Parlier community
illustrates the desire of immigrants to socialize with other Danes
and identify with their national heritage. Different from most
other Danish neighborhoods in Fresno County, the Grundtvigian
influence of St. Ansgar's Church encouraged a nationalistic
orientation in the religious and social life of the immigrants.
However, this does not imply that lndre Mission Danes were
more assimilated to American ways in their church life. In the
first generation I ndre Mission Danes continued to adhere to their
strict religious practices; from the outset the lndre Mission
denomination was less nationalistic than the Grundtvigian
churches. Thus, the fact that the church life of these Danes was
riot as distinctively nationalistic does not reflect a greater degree
of assimilation .
Danish immigrants were able to retain a familiar cultural
framework in their life-style and community without an
institutional structure. However, the existence of Danish
churches in Fresno County appears to have increased the sense
of common identity among Danish immigrants by engaging them
in an active social life. Approximately one-half of the Danish
population attended the Danish Lutheran churches in Fresno
County. Yet, the church was most likely symbolic of the Danish
state to the entire population. Although the Lutheran Church was
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the state supported religion in Denmark during this period of
emigration, not all Danish citizens were regular church-goers.
Therefore, it seems illogical to regard an immigrant's
disassociation with the Danish church in Fresno County as a sign
of assimilation.
Thus, the Danish community in Fresno County illustrates one
way in which Danes reacted to the experience of immigration.
The immigrants who settled in the rural parts of Fresno County
chose to maintain a familiar cultural framework in their farming
life-style, to live in close-knit Danish neighborhoods, and, the
majority also chose to participate in the Danish churches. In
reaction to the changes imposed by their new environment, these
Danish immigrants re-established a traditional way of life.
Although the children and grandchildren of these immigrants
have gradually assimilated into American society, they still value
their Danish heritage and their memories of their forefathers who
contributed to the settlement of the San Joaquin Valley.
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